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In May and June 1972, in the course of one of his extensive field-trips for

tape recording the calls and songs of West African birds, one of us (C.

Chappuis) was working on the nominate and guinea races of the Red-pate
Cisticola Cisticola ruficeps (Cretzschmar). He discovered that some popu-
lations of what seemed to be that species were characterized by a very
peculiar song. Thus he collected two males of these enigmatic birds.

Considering, from his own experience, that guinea and the nominate
subspecies have similar calls and songs, he concluded that these particular

birds were something else.

At that time, Vielliard (1972) identified as Cisticola ruficeps mongalla
Lynes a specimen he collected in 1 970 at Bekao, southern Chad, in an area
where Chappuis heard only the peculiar song, not the 'usual' one. So we
considered that the problem could be solved by ranking mongalla as a

species. Though comparisons of Chappuis' specimens with true mongalla
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at the British Museum were not quite convincing, this solution was
adopted in Chappuis (1974).

Thus the matter remained until one of us (C. Erard) discussed it with
Dr R. B. Payne who was writing his paper on the use of bird songs in avian

systematics (Payne 1986) and with Melvin A. Traylor, Jr, who was pre-

paring the 11th volume of the Check-list of Birds of the World (Traylor

1986). It was then realized that Lynes (see Lynes 1930, Lynes & Sclater

1934) was familiar with the calls and songs of most if not all Red-pate
Cisticola subspecies. Such a clear-cut difference in song would not have
escaped the attention of someone so meticulous and sharp of hearing.

This is why Traylor (1986: 97) writes that we are dealing with a sibling

species of C. ruficeps which will require a name of its own. Wepropose to

name it:

Cisticola dorsti sp. nov.

The diagnosis, details of type etc. are given later, following the

morphological and acoustical analysis, and distributional data, on which
the decision is based.

Morphological analysis

Wecompared the material referable to this intriguing cisticola (two
males collected by Chappuis and one obtained by Vielliard) with speci-

mens of C. ruficeps kept in Paris, Tring, Bruxelles, Tervuren, Chicago,
Washington and NewYork. The task was not easy, because dorsti speci-

mens being males in breeding dress, we had to rely only on birds of that

sex and plumage. It soon became apparent that such birds are not
common in collections, compared to non-breeding specimens. Wewill

not describe the non-breeding plumages here; see Lynes (1930).

Before discussing the results of our morphological comparisons, it is

necessary to review briefly the existing subspecies of Cisticola ruficeps;

their distributions will not be described here (see White 1962, Traylor

1986).

Cisticola ruficeps guinea Lynes, 1930, differs from nominate ruficeps

(Cretzschmar, 1830) by a much darker pigmentation of the upperparts,

which reduces the contrast between cap and mantle, and even makes the

white extremities of the tail-feathers appear not so bright and pure. It is

also somewhat larger (see wing and tail lengths in Table 1).

Cisticola ruficeps mongalla Lynes, 1930, appears still darker, colder and
greyer than guinea, with the back more or less dappled with smoke-grey.

Cisticola ruficeps scotoptera Lynes, 1930, is greyer than ruficeps and
guinea but lighter than mongalla. The rust-red cap distinctly contrasts

with the light smoke-grey mantle.

All these particulars concern birds in breeding dress. It may be noted
here that these geographical races are even better distinguished by their

non-breeding plumage. We should also mention that all these forms
display a 'panel' on the folded wing (fringes of great wing-coverts and
inner secondaries): light greyish-brown in mongalla, greyish-ochre in

scotoptera, greyish-white and buff in ruficeps, light tawny in guinea.

Furthermore, though they show some buffy or rusty wash on their



C. Chappms & C. Erard 61 Bull. B.O.C. 1991 1 1 1(2)

underparts, especially on the flanks, darker and more prominent on the

thighs, they have a white vent.

Colouration

Compared to breeding specimens of these four subspecies, the three

dorsti specimens show a number of subtle colour differences:

(1) they have buff not white under tail-coverts and vent, the colour

extending onto the flanks. This pattern reduces the contrast

between the thighs and the rest of the underparts.

(2) the black and white pattern on the undersurface of the tail-feathers

is less sharply defined. The light tip is smaller (less than 4 mmin

length on the vane; see Table 1 ) and does not appear so pure white,

being greyish-white. The black subterminal spot is not so deep in

tone and is reduced, in that it has the same length ( = width, when
considered as forming a subterminal band; see Table 1), but does
not extend so much onto the feather webs. The differences in tail

pattern between dorsti and the various subspecies of C. ruficeps are

reminiscent of those found between C. chiniana and C. bodessa

(Erard 1974).

(3) though light-coloured, the lores are not so white nor sharply con-

trasting on the sides of the face, which look more rusty than in all

the others.

(4) cap and mantle appear more rusty and the upperparts more
uniform, and this has the effect of making the fringes on the wing
less conspicuous.

Measurements and proportions

Table 1 recapitulates the principal measurements of males in breed-
ing dress belonging to the various subspecies of C. ruficeps and to C.

dorsti.

Wefind no difference in bill and tarsus lengths, nor in the length of the

subterminal black spot on the tail-feathers. Some minor differences do
exist in wing length but they are statistically significant (P<0.05, two-
tailed Mann-Whitney U test) only between (i) ruficeps and guinea, (ii)

mongalla and guinea, and (iii) mongalla and dorsti.

On the other hand, striking differences appear in tail lengths and in the

size of the apical white spot on the tail-feathers. Specimens of dorsti

clearly have a longer tail (both absolute and relative lengths; see Table 1

and Figure 1) and a smaller white extremity on the tail-feathers than all

the specimens of ruficeps.

In order to synthesize these biometrical data, we ran a principal compo-
nent analysis (PCA) based on log-transformed data on wing, tail, bill and
tarsus lengths, and on lengths of white tip and of black subapical spot on
the outer tail-feathers. WT

e used only the 36 specimens for which we had
complete sets of data: 6 nominate ruficeps, 7 mongalla, 17 guinea, 3

scotoptera and the 3 dorsti.

Table 2 and Figure 2 give the results of this analysis. Clearly, tail

length and pattern are important characters to distinguish dorsti from all

subspecies of C. ruficeps.
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TABLE 1

Measurements (in mm)of breeding males of the various subspecies of Cisticola ruficeps and
of C. dorst i sp. n.

N Wing Tail Bill Tarsus White Black

c. r. ruficeps 11 54.64-2.2 38.1+2.0 13.6 + 0.4 20.3 + 0.7 4.7 + 0.5 3.8 + 0.6

c. r. guinea 24 56.5 + 1.5 39.6 + 1.0 13.3+0.6 20.5 + 0.7 4.9 + 0.4 3.8 + 0.7

c. r. mongalla 9 54.2 + 0.9 38.1 + 1.1 13.2 + 0.3 20.2 + 0.5 5.5 + 0.8 3.2 + 0.6

c. r. scotoptera 4 55.7 + 2.1 39.8 + 1.1 13.6 + 0.4 20.1+0.7 6.2 + 0.2 3.5 + 0.0

c. dorsti 3 57.0 + 0.5 43.0 + 0.5 13.3+0.5 21.3 + 1.2 3.7 + 0.5 3.7 + 0.5

Note. For every entry mean + standard deviation are given. 'White' and 'black' designate the

width of the white apex and of the black subterminal band on the outer tail-feathers;

N= 6 for ruficeps. 19 for guinea, 7 for mongalla, 3 for scotoptera and dorsti.

TABLE 2

Eigenvalues of principal components

Component Percent of Cumulative
number variance percentage

1 64.87 64.87

2 29.22 94.09

3 2.28 96.37

4 1.86 98.23

5 1.47 99.70

6 0.30 100.00

TABLE 3

Discriminant analysis for the various subspecies of Cisticola ruficeps and C. dorsti

Discriminant functions
1 2 3 4

Eigenvalue 3.58 0.65 0.46 0.08

Relative percentage 74.93 13.66 9.64 1.77

Canonical correlation 0.88 0.62 0.56 0.27

wing 0.28 0.92 0.92 0.40

Standardized tail -1.00 1.00 -0.03 -0.18
discriminant bill 0.18 0.09 0.06 -0.65
function tarsus -0.53 -0.40 0.08 0.57

coefficients white 0.64 0.59 0.46 0.19

black 0.34 -0.09 0.18 -0.49

Using the same sets of measurements, we performed a discriminant

analysis (DA) (Table 3 and Figure 3), from which it can be concluded that

specimens of dorsti are biometrically separate from all the others.

Other PCAs and DAs suggest that the multivariate distinction between
dorsti and the others may be much clearer if one considers specimens
from Nigeria, Cameroon and Chad, that is from the potential area of
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Figure 1. Plot of tail versus wing for breeding males of the various subspecies of Cisticola

ruficeps and C. dorsti. Measurements are in mm. 1 = C. r. ruficeps, 2 = C.r. mongalla, 3=C.r.
guinea, 4 = C. r. scotoptera, 5 = C. dorsti.

sympatry of dorsti with either guinea or nominate ruficeps. The results of

this second series of analyses are based only on the 1 2 specimens for which
we had a complete set of the measurements quoted above. They require

confirmation based on a larger number of specimens.

Bioacoustic analysis

Cisticola ruficeps

(1) Song
Generally, a singing bout includes two song-types (A and B) in

succession. A-songs consist of a long note slowly modulated in frequency
(sometimes replaced by a short vibrant note of a complex tonal structure)

introducing a phrase of a progressively falling overall tonality. This
phrase consists of alternatively rising and falling notes. A-songs vary in

length from 0.55 to 1.1 sec (Fig. 4A). They are regularly repeated, then
replaced by B-songs.

B-songs also are phrases consisting of the same kind of notes as in A-
songs but their overall tonality rises, they rarely begin with an isolated

note (Fig. 4B), and last 0.4 to 0.8 sec.
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These two song-types sound quite different. A-songs are roughly

reminiscent of some whistles of Dendrocygna viduata. B-songs are similar

to some phrases of Cisticola cinereola or C. lateralis.

As far as pitch is concerned, C. ruficeps uses frequencies of 4—5 kHz for

territorial advertising, but 5.5-6 kHz in conflict situations.

(2) Call-notes

Most are notes with a sharply and rapidly modulated frequency. Figure
4D illustrates an extreme case of variation from 1 to 8 kHz in 25 milli-

seconds. These notes are grouped either in so rapid a rhythm that they

sound like buzzes (Fig. 4E), or in a slower rhythm sounding like rattles

(Fig. 4F); but they may also be grouped so as to constitute a regularly

repeated motif (Fig. 4D). There is also a long weakly modulated call-note

which is in fact the note usually introducing the A-song type (Fig. 4C).

Cisticola dorsti

Though descriptions presented here are based on sonagraphic analysis

of only two individuals, our impression that vocalisations of C. dorsti are

less rich and varied than those of C. ruficeps is also based on a series of

other individuals heard in the field, and in some cases tape-recorded (but

unsuitable for spectrographic analysis).

(1) Song
There is only one type: a monotonous trill often introduced by a short

vibrant note and followed by a regular repetition (4—6 times) of a simple
motif, emphasized at the end and falling in pitch (Fig. 5B). The intro-

ductory note (Fig. 5A) is analogous to the corresponding note of C.

ruficeps (Fig. 4B), and is practically the only acoustic signal common to

both species.

The trill can be emitted with two different rhythms: a slow one of 10

motifs per sec (Fig. 5A), and a rapid one of 14.7-17.5 motifs per sec (Fig.

5B), used during territorial conflict. The mean pitch is the same for trills

of both rhythms, in contrast to C. ruficeps which, as mentioned above,
uses different frequencies in different behavioural contexts.

(2) Call-notes

The commonest call-note we heard was emitted in conflict situations.

It is a long, high-pitched and falling note, slowly modulated in frequency
(Fig. 5C), whereas the analogous note of C. ruficeps is a rising one (Fig.

4C), scarcely used as a distinct call.

Only once did we hear a repeated motif, made up of notes sharply and
rapidly modulated from 3.5 to 8.5 kHz (Fig. 5D), analogous to C. ruficeps

motifs (Fig. 4D).

Figure 2. Principal component analysis (PCI x PC2) based on measurements of breeding
males of the various subspecies of Cisticola ruficeps and C. dorsti. Lengths of wing, tail, bill

and tarsus were used, along with width of the white apical and black subterminal bands on
the outer tail-feathers (log-transformed data). Upper graph: variables placed according
to their eigenvalues on the first two principal components. Lower graph: location of the
individuals. For symbols, see Fig. 1.
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Figure 3 . Discriminant analysis for the breeding males of the various subspecies of Cisticola

ruficeps and C. dorsti. Letters locate the group centroids for: d = C. dorsti, g = C. r. guinea,

m= C. r. mongalla, r = C. r. ruficeps, s = C. r. scotoptera. For symbols, see Fig. 1

.

Conclusion

In spite of a thorough analysis of the material we have on hand, we find

almost no common element to both C. ruficeps and C. dorsti. This was
indeed the impression we had in the field. It may be rather surprising that

these two morphologically very similar birds are acoustically so different,

so one might be tempted to see in this situation the indication of a rather

ancient evolutionary divergence.

Habitat

Many authors (e.g. Lynes 1930, Elgood 1982) consider that Cisticola

ruficeps is a bird of grassy thorn-scrub, or grassy open areas with scattered

trees or bushes. So it is interesting to note here that in our experience,

two distinct species were suspected in the field not only because two
separate vocal repertoires were heard but also (and perhaps especially)

because these acoustical differences were associated with different habitat

preferences.

Short-phrase songs were emitted by birds perched 5—8m above
ground, on top of small trees scattered among poor grasslands on sandy
ground, with scanty bushes, i.e. a sahel-like landscape. These birds were
ruficeps, which in this habitat lives alongside the Desert Cisticola C.



u

V
CO

o
J I l_

GO

CM

LU

J L.

_l I l_

r^ 10 co

_i i i_

h- \o co

C

Em



f

f
o

u
CO

CO =3

CJ -

_i i_

o

CO

CO to CO



C. Chappnis & C. Erard 69 Bull. B.O.C. 1991 1 1 1(2)

aridula, another species favouring this type of environment and a possible

ecological competitor.

On the other hand, trill-songs (i.e. dorsti songs) were emitted by birds

perched 1-2 m above ground on top of stems or small bushes in grass

steppe with clumps of thicket or even an important shrub layer; cassava

plantations or old-fields are also inhabited by dorsti.

In fact, this simultaneous duality of songs and habitats could have been
discerned in some previous descriptions, for instance in Mackworth-
Praed& Grant (1973: 349).

Distribution

At present, the acoustically peculiar C. dorsti is known from north-

western Nigeria around Gusau (12°12'N, 6°40'E), from northern
Cameroon near Mokolo (10°49'N, 13°54'E), in the Kapsiki range, and
from southern Chad around Bekao (7°51'N, 15°58'E) and Bai'bokoum
(7°46'N, 15°43'E). All these records were obtained in May and June 1972.

In the same areas and at the same time, birds with typical C. ruficeps

songs were recorded in northeastern Nigeria at Maiduguri
(11

C

53'N, 1 3° 16'E), in northern Cameroon at Mora (11°02'N, 14°07'E), a

localitv also in the Kapsiki range but at a lower altitude than dorsti, and in

southern Chad north of N'Djamena (12°10'N, 14°59'E) and Moundou
(8 35'N, 16°01'E). A specimen from Mora is C. r. guinea, others from
the latter two Chadian localities are respectively nominate ruficeps and
guinea.

We have also examined breeding specimens of guinea from Nigeria
(Maiduguri area, Kafanchan and Jos plateau), northern Cameroon (Koza,
Maroua, south of Garoua) and southern Chad (between N'Djamena,
formerly Fort Lamy, and Sahr, formerly Fort Archambault).

Thus dorsti and guinea can be considered as sympatric though they have
not yet been found side by side. A more detailed altitudinal analysis of

their distribution would be most useful.

Conclusion

These analyses led us to conclude that C. dorsti, being acoustically

and morphologically peculiar, constitutes a single species distinct from
C. ruficeps.

Wededicate this species to Professor Jean Dorst, Membredel'Institut,
past Director of the MuseumNational d'Histoire Naturelle, who headed
the Laboratoire de Zoologie (Mammiferes et Oiseaux) for almost thirty

years.

Diagnosis. Very similar to the Red-pate Cisticola Cisticola ruficeps

(Cretzschmar) from which it can be distinguished by its buff vent and
under tail-coverts, and its longer tail, with a greyer, less white, and
narrower terminal band on the under-surface of the tail-feathers. In the
present state of knowledge, the diagnosis is only applicable to birds in

breeding dress. The non-breeding plumage, if present, remains to be
studied.
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Type. Male, tape-recorded and collected near Mokolo (10°49'N,
13°54'E), northern Cameroon, 7 June 1972, by C. Chappuis. Deposited
in MuseumNational d'Histoire Naturelle, Paris (C.G. 1977-58).

Measurements of type. Wing 56.5 mm, tail 42.5 mm, bill 13 mm, tarsus

21.5 mm.
Original series. The type plus two other males from southern Chad, one

from Ba'ibokoum, tape-recorded and collected by C. Chappuis, 13 June
1972 (C.G. 1979-649), one from Bekao, collected by J. Vielliard, 2

August 1970 (C.G. 1972-79).
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Breeding seabirds of Rapa (Polynesia): numbers
and changes during the 20th century

by Jean-Claude Thibault & Albert Varney

Received 13 September 1990

The island of Rapa and its satellite islets, situated in the subtropical zone,

have an assemblage of breeding seabirds that differs from the rest of


